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Resolving an American dilemma
JMU addresses a new citizenship through environmental stewardship and sustainability
By A n dy P e r r i n e ( ’ 86 )

O

ften in discussions on campus about environmental
stewardship and sustainability Thomas Friedman’s
book Hot, Flat and Crowded comes up. In fact,
several times in this edition of Madison you will
see the book mentioned. Hot, Flat and Crowded is
considered to be an important recent addition to
the topic of sustainability. Undeniably, the author shines his very
bright light on what many believe to be a looming global disaster.
But comparing the
message in Hot, Flat and
Crowded to how Friedman lives his personal life
reveals a very American
dilemma. Ian Parker of
The New Yorker recently
criticized Friedman
for living in a whopping 11,400-square-foot
home. Plus, he flies frequently in fuel-guzzling
and polluting airplanes
to his $50,000 speaking engagements and is
married to the heiress
of the largest shopping
mall developer in the
world (which just filed
for bankruptcy, incidentally). So while Friedman
certainly deserves much
credit for bringing more
attention to environmental problems, his personal lifestyle and the consumerism promoted by more than 200 shopping malls built and managed by
his wife’s family are some of the big reasons we’re in the situation
he decries.
Many Americans — including me
— are like Friedman, perhaps just
on a different scale. Lots of us profess to care about the environment
or proclaim to have gone “green”
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Earths would be required to sustain us all. And that’s average
Americans, not Friedman Americans.
Obviously, as the middle class continues to grow in China, India
and in some developing nations, supporting an average American lifestyle globally will simply exhaust Earth’s resources.
So what are we supposed to do?
Because our American habits of living are so deeply entrenched
and our economy is so heavily reliant on consumer spending the
problem seems insurmountable.
President John F. Kennedy exhorted America
in 1961 to “commit
itself to achieving the
goal, before the decade is
out, of landing a man on
the moon and returning
him safely to the Earth.”
Some believed Kennedy’s
goal was out of reach.
But he captured the public’s imagination, and
before the decade was
done Apollo 11 historically reached the moon
and returned her astronauts safe and sound.
Perhaps we are at a similar moment in history.
Perhaps if the will of the
American people was
channeled toward taking
the lead globally on developing new clean and renewable sources
of energy and new modes of conservation, the average American
style of living could become environmentally sustainable. To his
credit, big-carbon-footprint Friedman makes the point in Hot,
Flat and Crowded that America can unify and renew its national
purpose by doing just this. An exciting thought.
You can see throughout the current issue of Madison how a new
sense of purpose of working toward environmental sustainability
is taking shape on campus. Professors, staff members and students
have initiated much of the activities related to this purpose. To
coordinate it all, the new Institute for Stewardship of the Natural
World was created at JMU. While its mission is diverse, one of
the institute’s main goals is to create among students a sense of
individual responsibility for the health of our planet, or a “new
citizenship.” This is a much deeper commitment than faddish
proclamations of “going green.” And if we’re ever to overcome
the American dilemma I describe above, future generations will
need to approach the issue with an utterly new point of view and
a true sense of national purpose.
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Christie-Joy “C.J.” Brodrick Hartman,
director of the Institute for Stewardship of
the Natural World, is interviewed in this
issue on Page 29. She describes in depth
what the university hopes to accomplish
with the institute. But one of the important distinctions to make in this report is
the difference between stewardship and
sustainability. The diagram on this page
shows that true sustainability is achieved
where ecological, techno-economic and
social concerns overlap and do not conflict.
In other words, if a technological solution
has a negative effect on the environment,
it’s not considered sustainable. Likewise, if
a social solution creates a negative impact
on economies, it also cannot be considered
sustainable. Solutions that satisfy the concerns of all three areas are truly sustainable
by this model.
The Institute for Stewardship of the
Natural World is focusing its efforts mainly
on ecological concerns. “The institute will
focus on the environmental dimensions of
sustainability. The other dimensions are
handled by multiple groups at the university with whom the institute will collaborate,” says Hartman. “In terms of our role
as an educational institution, JMU’s mission statement clearly addresses preparing
students to become educated and enlightened citizens. Given our urgent energy and
environmental issues, we need to assure that
‘enlightened’ includes our graduates being
environmentally literate, thinking critically
about a personal role in the long-term pros-

The “Three Dimensions of Sustainability” diagram above shows where true sustainability goals are achieved. When ecological, techno-economic and social concerns overlap,
and do not conflict with one another, true sustainability solutions are created.

perity of our society, and if they chose, being
equipped to professionally solve our environmental issues,” she adds. “Our campus
of course needs to lead by example. To me
it is a moral imperative that we make certain
our students graduate Madison possessing a

‘While its mission is diverse, one of the institute’s
main goals is to create among students a sense
of individual responsibility for the health of our
planet, or a new citizenship.’

set of knowledge, skills and abilities that will
help this generation solve the issues that will
face them and subsequent generations.”
Friedman writes that what lies before us
is like no undertaking we’ve ever faced as a
country. Every part of our national infrastructure — from transportation to utilities
— must undergo a transformation.
Really, it’s nothing short of nation building, but in this case it’s our nation and not
a developing one we’re working to help on
M
the other side of this precious planet.
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Are you living the “new citizenship?”
Learn more about the JMU students, alumni, professors and administrators who are leading the way to embrace a new global citizenship.

And learn how you can be a better steward for planet Earth.

www.jmu.edu/stewardship
https://commons.lib.jmu.edu/madisonmagazine/vol32/iss3/14
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